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J.1 . (SBU)  On  February  18,  the  opposition  Musavat  Party  staged 
its  second  sanctioned  protest  against  the  Tariff  Council's 
January  decision  to  raise  utilities  prices.  In  spite  of  the 
32  degrees  Fahrenheit  weather  - which,  due  to  snow  and  severe 
winds  felt  much  colder  - between  250  and  300  protesters 
participated.  This  was  the  second  sanctioned  protest  since 
police  violently  dispersed  a peaceful,  sanctioned  opposition 
rally  on  November  26,  2005  (see  ref  b) . Like  the  first 
officially  approved  rally  on  January  28  (see  ref  a),  the 
February  18  protest  was  peaceful  and  well-organized. 

^2.  (SBU)  Protesters  gathered  at  a metro  station  on  the 
outskirts  of  Baku,  and  marched  a short  distance  to  Ukraine 
Circle,  chanting  variations  of  "Musavat,"  "lower  prices,"  and 
unlike  the  first  protest,  "resign."  They  carried  signs  with 
slogans  such  as  "end  poverty"  and  "take  your  hands  out  of  our 
pockets."  Due  to  the  harsh  weather  conditions,  the  protest 
lasted  45  minutes,  rather  than  the  two  hours  Musavat  had  been 
allotted  by  the  Baku  Mayor's  Office.  Musavat  Party  Chair  Isa 
Gambar  was  the  only  speaker;  he  thanked  the  crowd  for 
attending  the  protest  in  spite  of  the  weather,  and  urged 
party  members  to  continue  holding  protests.  Musavat  has  since 
announced  its  intentions  to  hold  another  protest  against  the 
price  increases  on  March  18. 

J.3 . (C)  COMMENT:  The  relatively  low  turnout  at  the  January  2 8 

and  February  18  protests  is  notable,  and  indicative  of  the 
relatively  passive  attitude  of  the  population.  From 
discussions  with  our  contacts,  it  is  evident  that  people  are 
upset  about  the  price  increases,  but  public  reaction  remains 
muted.  This  could  be  because  of  fear  of  repercussions, 
hopelessness,  lack  of  support  for  the  opposition,  or  some 
combination  of  the  three.  While  the  GOAJ's  decision  to  allow 
Musavat  to  carry  out  two  protest  rallies  is  a positive 
development,  full  restoration  of  the  right  to  freedom  of 
assembly  is  critical  to  Azerbaijan's  democratic  development. 

This  includes  allowing  other  parties  to  protest  and  removing 
the  requirement  to  hold  rallies  only  in  "approved"  locations 
on  the  outskirts  of  Baku.  We  will  continue  to  engage  with  the 
GOAJ  on  this  issue  and  report  on  developments. 

DERSE 


